Leprosy research and elimination.
The contribution of leprosy research to the progress being made toward elimination of leprosy has been critical. A major development in the promotion of leprosy research during the last 25 years has been the initiative taken by the WHO Special Programme for Research and Training in Tropical Diseases (TDR) through two of its scientific working groups, one on the immunology of leprosy (IMMLEP) and the other on the chemotherapy of leprosy (THELEP), which were set up in 1974 and 1976, respectively. IMMLEP and THELEP have greatly facilitated inputs from scientists not usually active in leprosy research. The coordinated efforts of IMMLEP and THELEP also facilitated goal-oriented research toward high-priority target areas such as an anti-leprosy vaccine and newer and better drug-combinations for the treatment of leprosy. Whereas the prospects for a leprosy vaccine appeared very promising in the early years, the first vaccine produced did not meet expectations for several reasons. Moreover, the possibility of using a vaccine in leprosy is not bright, because of both the technical problems as well as the reduced relevance of a vaccine at a time when leprosy is becoming less and less common. On the other hand, the modest expectations for newer and better drug combinations led to multi-drug therapy (MDT) for the control of leprosy. It is the introduction of MDT that is credited with the current global reduction of leprosy and the progress thus far made toward eliminating the disease as a public health problem. Nevertheless, many areas in leprosy, such as nerve damage, remain that require major research inputs in the future.